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A long-standing political feud between President Juan Carlos Wasmosy and army chief Gen. Lino
Oviedo erupted on April 22 in a crisis that threatened to end Paraguay's seven- year democracy.
Although Wasmosy tried to diffuse the crisis by naming Oviedo minister of defense, the public
outcry forced him to back down. After several tense days and warnings from the US and Paraguay's
Latin American neighbors, the crisis appeared to be resolved. At the root of the conflict was an
internal struggle within the governing Partido Colorado, whose elections for party leadership were
scheduled for April 28. Wasmosy and Oviedo are members of rival factions within the party. Oviedo
had been openly lining up support with his eye on the party nomination for the 1988 presidential
elections. His partisan political activities had become an increasing irritant to Wasmosy (see
NotiSur, 09/15/95).
Wasmosy, a businessman of Hungarian descent, was elected to a five-year term in May 1993 (see
NotiSur, 05/14/93). He is the country's first elected civilian leader since the ouster of Gen. Alfredo
Stroessner (1954-1989) in a February 1989 coup led by Gen. Andres Rodriguez. Stroessner is now
living in exile in Brazil, but he still has strong support within the Partido Colorado. Wasmosy's
administration has been besieged recently by frequent strikes, evidence of increased drug
trafficking activities in the country, a declining economy with rising discontent because of the loss of
buying power, and growing evidence of corruption in public office (see NotiSur , 05/02/96).
And, Wasmosy was often publicly criticized by Oviedo, whose saber-rattling frequently put the
country on edge. On April 22, Wasmosy, exercising his powers as military commander in chief,
ordered Oviedo to resign as head of the army. However, the 53-year-old general, a powerful and
popular military leader who played a prominent role in the coup that ended Stroessner's 35-year
dictatorship, defied the direct order. Instead, Oviedo retreated to his barracks and first called on the
president to reconsider, then demanded that Wasmosy and vice president Roberto Seifart resign
and that Luis Maria Argana withdraw his bid for the party presidency. A spokesperson for Wasmosy
said the situation was becoming "serious." Wasmosy reportedly sought refuge at a navy barracks
amid rumors that an army siege of the president's residence was imminent.
Wasmosy's supporters called on Paraguayans to surround the presidential residence to resist any
coup attempt by Oviedo. Next came an announcement that Oviedo would step down and that
Wasmosy would appoint him defense minister. Crowds took to the streets protesting what they
called Wasmosy's "caving in" to Oviedo's demands. The president defended the decision, saying
it was the only way to avoid needless bloodshed. Both the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies
opposed Wasmosy's offer to Oviedo, saying it would be "an open violation" of the country's
Constitution and laws to name a rebellious general to the cabinet. Demonstrations by union
members and students continued.
On April 24, Oviedo turned over leadership of the army to Gen. Oscar Diaz Delmas, a close
associate, and embraced Wasmosy. Oviedo said that no democratic society should underestimate
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the military. Shortly after the ceremony, naval chief Vice Admiral Guillermo Lopez Moreira
announced that Oviedo had requested retirement from active duty. Despite a scheduled ceremony
later that day in which Oviedo was to assume the position of minister of defense, the judiciary
refused to confirm the appointment, and the ceremony was postponed indefinitely. Wasmosy then
left Asuncion for the countryside "to think things over." Wasmosy's proposal to "reward" Oviedo
also brought condemnation from some diplomats. "If, instead of obeying the order of his superior
to resign, the head of the Paraguayan army becomes minister of defense, it would be a cruel blow
to our efforts to defend democracy," said one South American ambassador who asked to remain
anonymous.
The following day, Wasmosy announced that Oviedo would not be named to the ministry. "The
question for the president of the Republic was whether to keep his word [to appoint Oviedo]," said
Wasmosy. "But that would be ignoring the voice of the people, especially those young people who
held a vigil outside in the rain to express their longings and concerns in defense of democracy. I
decided to listen to their voice, which helped me overcome my own pride and understand that
above my promise is the commitment that I have to listen to the will of the people. That is where
I owe my allegiance." Meanwhile, Oviedo's defiance had raised fears among the international
community of a military coup.
The US, most Latin American countries especially Paraguay's Mercosur partners the Rio Group, and
the Organization of American States (OAS) all rallied to give unconditional support to Wasmosy
and Paraguay's fledgling democracy. The US has few commercial interests in the small, mostly rural,
agricultural country, which is the size of California and has slightly more than five million people.
But sources said Washington has significant local intelligence interests and that Asuncion is the
key regional CIA center. "The US views the present situation in Paraguay with great concern," a
statement from the White House said. "The US fully supports President Juan Carlos Wasmosy. Any
resort to extra-constitutional action will be completely unacceptable to the US as it will be to the
other democratic countries in the hemisphere."
Speaking for the Mercosur countries, Rubens Barbosa, Brazil's ambassador to London, said Brazil,
Argentina, and Uruguay would not hesitate to act if the dispute between Wasmosy and Oviedo
deteriorated into a full-scale coup. Argentine Foreign Minister Guido di Tella said in Buenos Aires
that Argentina, Brazil, and the US were working together to preserve Paraguay's democracy. "If
there is a coup, there will be immediate and severe international isolation for Paraguay," said Di
Tella. After the crisis cooled, opposition parties all staged celebrations, saying "militarism is a
thing of the past" in Paraguay. Domingo Laino, leader of the opposition Partido Liberal Radical
Autentico (PLRA), said his party played a key role in diffusing the tense situation by acting as
intermediary between Wasmosy and Oviedo. He said his only purpose in mediating was to stop
possible bloodshed. Following Wasmosy's withdrawal of the offer to appoint Oviedo defense
minister, the general appeared before his supporters and denied that he had been insubordinate to
the president.
In addition, in an interview published April 30 in the Spanish newspaper El Mundo, Oviedo said
he never asked for the cabinet post, and the offer for the position came from Wasmosy's emissaries.
He also said that Wasmosy offered to turn the presidency over to him, but that he declined. At the
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same time, Oviedo said that he will seek the presidency in 1998 for the "glorious Partido Colorado."
Oviedo, who speaks both Spanish and the Indian Guarani language, enjoys great popularity among
the country's campesinos in the interior, where he has carried out many public-works projects
financed through the military budget. His charismatic public-speaking style has been compared
to that of a television evangelist. In what was seen as the first of many administration changes
following the crisis, on April 27 Finance Minister Raul Cubas Grau resigned. Although he had
only been in office for 10 days, he was a staunch Oviedo supporter and was thought to be heavily
involved in the move to oust the president. Wasmosy named Carlos Alberto Facetti to succeed
Cubas Grau.
In examining the underlying causes of the recent crisis, analysts pointed to a recent effort by pro-
Oviedo deputies to defeat a bill to give control of two international toll bridges on the border with
Brazil to companies reportedly owned by Wasmosy. Oviedo's followers said the president's decision
to sack the general was a ploy to defend his own financial interests. "The insatiable Wasmosy is
angry because Gen. Oviedo's followers in parliament have blocked his US$800 million pension,"
Senator Julio Elizeche said.
However, political in-fighting prior to the party elections was the strongest catalyst. The party
presidency is a key post in choosing the candidate for president in the national elections.
Contenders for the top party post were vice president Seifart, who Wasmosy backed and who had
been favored to win before the crisis with Oviedo erupted; Luis Maria Argana, who was supported
by allies of former dictator Stroessner; and Blas Riquelme, a business leader who was backed
by Oviedo and was committed to working for Oviedo's nomination as the Partido Colorado's
presidential candidate. The party elections had been postponed five times during the past six
months.
Although Riquelme, who was running in third place, tried to postpone them yet again, the electoral
commission insisted that they be held as scheduled. The crisis erupted just days before the party
balloting. Wasmosy's handling of the matter, especially offering Oviedo the ministry, badly
damaged the president's prestige and the fallout hurt Seifart. Although Seifart tried to distance
himself from the president during the tumultuous week, it was not enough to save his candidacy.
Oviedo's aborted rebellion most benefitted Argana and his pro-Stroessner faction. Argana not only
served in the rubber- stamp legislature during Stroessner's regime, he was the head of the Supreme
Court between 1983 and 1988, giving legitimacy to the regime's abuses. In 1993, Argana lost his
bid for the party's nomination to Wasmosy amid charges that Wasmosy stole the nomination (see
NotiSur, 01/26/93 and 03/16/93). In the April 28 election, voters chose Argana, giving him 56% of the
vote. Seifart received 35%, and Riquelme came in third with 7%. Approximately 45% of the Partido
Colorado's 900,000 members turned out to vote.
Oviedo's presidential ambitions will now have to overcome several obstacles in addition to
opposition from Argana who also wants the nomination. Oviedo faces legal action for carrying out
speeches and political actions, proscribed by the Constitution for active-duty military personnel.
Also, if he is charged with insurrection and refusing to obey a presidential order, he could be
sentenced to prison and barred from running for office for ten years. In addition, following the
party elections, Wasmosy and Argana formed a "nonaggression pact," committing themselves
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to party harmony and collaboration in preparation for municipal elections in November and the
1998 presidential elections. The pact was seen as Wasmosy's tacit endorsement of Argana's bid for
the party nomination and a clear move to block Oviedo's political ambitions. (Sources: Notimex,
04/22/96; Inter Press Service, 04/23/96, 04/25/96, 04/27/96; Agence France-Presse, 04/22-28/96;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 04/22/96, 04/24-26/96, 04/29/96; Reuter, 04/23/96, 04/24/96, 04/30/96)
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